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This pilot study investigated the immediate effects of providing college students with 
social norms messages regarding peer alcohol consumption on a self-report measure of 
drinking behaviors.  The research hypothesis for this study is that college students who 
are informed about social norms on campus will report their own drinking behavior in 
relation to how they see themselves compared to the norm.  Participants who are “heavy” 
or high-risk drinkers are expected to report their actual drinking in relation to the 
normative information that is provided to them since they may not have an accurate 
picture of their alcohol consumption. 
 iii
As a pilot study, a purpose of the study was to determine the effectiveness of the 
experimental design and the questionnaire measures used.  The overall purpose of the 
study was to determine the amount of difference in self-reported drinking levels as 
measured by the Core Alcohol and Drug Survey for college students who have or have 
not been provided with normative information about levels of peer alcohol consumption.  
The main null hypothesis was that there is no statistically significant difference between 
reported levels of alcohol consumption for college students who have been provided with 
normative information about peer alcohol consumption as compared to those who have 
not been provided with any normative information.  Although no statistically significant 
results were found, the study helped to determine if familiarity with social norms 
messages alone leads to significant differences in the self-reported alcohol consumption 
of college students.  Further research is planned that will utilize the results of this study 
for modification of the procedures and measures. 
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EFFECT OF A SOCIAL NORMS MARKETING MESSAGE 1 
 The Effects of a Social Norms Marketing Message  
on Self-Reported Drinking Behaviors of College Students 
Social norms challenge campaigns have become popular on college campuses across 
the nation as strategies to reduce high-risk drinking (Haines & Spear, 1996).  These 
campaigns are based on “social norms theory” which suggests that peoples’ beliefs are 
influenced by their perceptions of what behaviors and beliefs are “normal” in their 
particular reference group.  Thus, if they perceive their peers as drinking heavily and 
having permissive attitudes about heavy drinking, their own views will become more 
permissive, thus leading them to increase their own alcohol consumption to more closely 
match the perceived normative level.   
Social norms theory is based partially on the “misperception hypothesis” (Perkins & 
Berkowitz, 1986).  The misperception hypothesis rests on the observation that students 
who perceived others’ drinking norms as highly discrepant from their own perceptions of 
drinking norms reported less alcohol consumption than those whose perceptions of 
others’ drinking norms were similar to their own attitudes.  Numerous studies have 
shown that college students do consistently overestimate the levels of alcohol 
consumption of their peers as assessed by self-report (Perkins, Meilman, Leichliter, 
Cashin, & Presley, 1999).  In accordance with the misperception hypothesis, these 
mistaken perceptions about typical drinking behaviors may serve as a benchmark by 
which students measure their own drinking.  This false benchmark can influence them to 
continue to drink heavily despite negative consequences and to disregard their own 
beliefs about hazardous or dangerous drinking behavior (Baer, Stacy, & Larimer, 1991).  
In other words, student’s who perceive their reference group as drinking more will 
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change their own attitudes about alcohol consumption and increase their own drinking to 
more closely match their attitudes.          
Social norms challenge interventions aim to change students’ mistaken perceptions 
about alcohol norms so that they decrease their own alcohol consumption to more closely 
match the normative levels.  Research also shows that social norms interventions that 
promote accurate, healthy norms for drinking and abstaining have been successfully in 
reducing self-reported binge drinking (Fabiano, McKinney, Hyun, Mertz, & Rhoads, 
1999; Haines, 1996; Johannesen, Collins, Mills-Novoa, & Glider, 1999).  Normative 
feedback has also been shown to reduce weekly alcohol consumption and intoxication 
levels in heavy drinkers as assessed by self-report (Agostinelli, Brown, & Miller, 1995).  
Another study by Steffian (1999) showed that a normative education program created 
more accurate perceptions of campus drinking norms and lead to reduced consequences 
of alcohol use for male students as reported by self-report questionnaires.  However, 
other studies have shown that a social norms approach was largely ineffective with 
fraternity members (Carter & Kahnweiler, 2000) and with first year residential college 
students (Werch et al., 2000) as assessed by self-report.   
One commonality of both successful and unsuccessful social norms intervention 
research is their reliance on self-report questionnaires to determine student’s drinking 
behaviors and perceptions.  There has been much controversy as to whether such self-
report measures are valid indicators of actual drinking behaviors.   The consensus has 
been that self-report alcohol use questionnaire measures are generally valid, however, 
other research has found these measures to be unreliable and inaccurate (Babor, Stephens, 
& Marlatt, 1987).   
SOCIAL NORMS MARKETING 3 
Numerous causes have been suggested to account for the suspected failure of self-
report measures.  A study by Embree and Whitehead (1993) suggested that 
underreporting of alcohol consumption may be due to response bias, which leads 
participants to report their alcohol consumption with an expected or ideal response in 
order to appear “normal or nondeviant.”  Evidence suggests that standard instructions 
concerning anonymity or confidentiality do not reduce response bias (Werch, 1990).   
Forgetting has also been suspected as a factor in the responses of heavy drinkers on 
self-report measures of alcohol consumption (Embree & Whitehead, 1993; Lemmens, 
Tan, & Knibbe, 1992; Pernanen, 1974).  In addition, research has shown a positive linear 
relationship between alcohol consumption and forgetting (Kalin, 1964; Maylor & 
Rabbitt, 1987).  Furthermore, research suggests that participants are less accurate in 
reporting drinking quantity when they have been engaged in “heavy” drinking (Bongers, 
Van-de-Goor, Garretsen & Van-Oers, 1999; Hser, Anglin, & Chou, 1992).   
A review of the literature shows that social norms challenge campaigns have been 
successful in reducing self-reported high-risk drinking for general student populations by 
changing student’s perceptions of campus alcohol norms which in turn results in students 
reporting less alcohol consumption.  Studies have also shown that self-report 
questionnaires of alcohol use have questionable reliability and validity and that heavy 
drinkers in particular tend to give inaccurate reports of their alcohol consumption. 
Therefore, the research hypothesis for this study and for a subsequent study planned 
for fall semester 2001 is that college students who are heavy drinkers and who are 
informed about social norms on campus will report their own drinking behavior in 
relation to how they see themselves compared to the given norms.   Thus, self-reported 
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heavy drinkers in the experimental group are expected to report less alcohol consumption 
than the control group although their actual drinking levels are approximately the same 
because they have a lower gauge from which to measure their “heavy” drinking.  This 
difference is hypothesized to occur because heavy drinkers overestimate their alcohol 
consumption due to forgetting associated with excessive drinking.  In other words, heavy 
drinkers who do not receive a normative message about peer alcohol use are expected to 
base their drinking quantities from the benchmark of the higher misperceived drinking 
levels whereas heavy drinkers who do receive normative information are expected to 
report their drinking quantities from the lower benchmark of the actual norms, thus 
reporting less drinking while still considering themselves “heavy” drinkers.     
Two additional results are expected: (a) more participants who are exposed to the 
normative messages will report their drinking as being “moderate,” “somewhat heavy,” 
or “heavy” since they have a more accurate benchmark from which to report their 
drinking than participants who do not receive the normative message, and (b) of 
participants exposed to the normative information, participants reporting heavy drinking 
will report more discrepancy between their previous perceptions of campus alcohol 
norms and the actual alcohol norms than those reporting lighter drinking due to the 
misperception hypothesis.    Little difference is expected in the self-reported drinking 
levels of light drinkers who are exposed to the normative information and those who are 
not since it is thought that light drinkers can generally remember accurately how much 
they drink. 
For the current pilot study, this study was designed to determine the effectiveness of 
the current research design and methodology in answering the research questions.  In 
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addition, the current study examined the drinking patterns and effects of social norms 
marketing on a group of participants who had already received alcohol citations for 
underage drinking and were considered a high-risk group.  The goals of the pilot study 
were: (a) to determine participant’s perceptions of the experimental procedures and 
ensure that the materials and instructions used in the study were clear to all participants 
through verbal feedback requested from participants in the experimental group after 
participation in the study, and (b) to provide some initial data to help determine whether 
there are differences in self-reported drinking behaviors for participants who are 
presented with a normative message  
In the fall of 2001, more data collection will be conducted with a modified 
experimental design taking into account the results of the current study in order to gain a 
larger, representative sample from which explore the research questions.  The eventual 
goal of the larger study is to answer the question of whether social norms challenge 
campaigns actually reduce drinking quantities or whether they only reduce self-reports of 
drinking quantities.  This information will be useful since many universities utilize 
resources for normative education campaigns and additional evidence is needed to show 
how these campaigns actually are in reducing student drinking.  The current study and the 
ongoing study will also add to the literature regarding the misperception hypothesis by 
examining the perceptions of students who participate, add to the literature on alcohol 
and memory, and add to literature on the validity of self-report measures of alcohol 
consumption and the stability of self-report measures when presented with additional 
information.  
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Statement of Problem 
 Social norms challenge campaigns are becoming more commonly used on college 
campuses to reduce students’ high-risk drinking.  However, the effectiveness of these 
interventions is generally determined from self-report questionnaires, which have 
questionable validity, especially for heavy drinkers.  It is possible that the apparent 
effectiveness of these interventions is due to inaccurate self-reports of alcohol 
consumption rather than to actual changes in drinking behaviors.   
Therefore, the purpose of the current and ongoing study is to determine the level of 
difference in self-reported alcohol consumption as measured by the Core Alcohol and 
Drug Survey for college students who have or have not been provided with normative 
information about levels of peer alcohol consumption.  This study and the ongoing study 
focus on the following null hypotheses: 
Ho1:  There is no statistically significant difference between reported levels of 
alcohol consumption for college students who report heavy drinking who have been 
provided with normative information about peer alcohol consumption as compared to 
those who have not been provided with any normative information.   
Ho2:  There is no statistically significant difference between participants’ 
classifications of themselves as “light” or “heavy” drinkers for college students who have 
been provided with normative information about peer alcohol consumption as compared 
to those who have not been provided with any normative information. 
Ho3:   There is no statistically significant difference between the actual norms and 
prior perceptions of the norms for college students who report heavy drinking and have 
been provided with normative information about peer alcohol consumption as compared 
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to those who report light drinking and have been provided with the same normative 
information. 
Definition of Terms 
High-risk drinking or binge drinking.  These terms will be used interchangeably to 
indicate excessive alcohol consumption in amounts that lead to an increase in the 
frequency of negative consequences.  In certain instances, binge drinking refers to the 
consumption of 5 or more drinks in one sitting for males and 4 or more drinks consumed 
in one sitting for females. 
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Chapter II 
Literature Review 
 There are many factors to consider when analyzing the need for social norms 
challenge programs to reduce high-risk alcohol consumption on college campuses and the 
effectiveness of these programs.  Initially, a serious problem with high-risk drinking on 
college campuses must be shown to exist in order to justify the importance of reducing 
college students’ alcohol consumption.  Next, social norms challenging campaigns and 
the theories upon which they are based should be explained.   The specific type of social 
norms challenging program evaluated in this study, social norms marketing, must then be 
explained in greater detail and the research concerning it explored.  Finally, the potential 
problems with social norms marketing research that result from the use of self-report 
questionnaires of alcohol consumption and the validity of these questionnaires should be 
considered.   
Prevalence and Consequences of High-risk Drinking  
High-risk drinking by young people in both high school and college is a major 
concern across the nation.  Studies have shown that young people find alcohol easy to 
access and that they drink for the purpose of becoming drunk (American Academy of 
Pediatrics, 1998).  Another study has shown that eight percent of youth ages twelve to 
seventeen and thirty percent of youth ages eighteen to twenty report “binge drinking,” or 
the consumption of five or more drinks in a row for males and four or more for females, 
during the past thirty days (National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, 1998).  
This high-risk drinking often begins around the age of thirteen and increases during 
adolescence until it peaks around ages eighteen to twenty-two, a time when many young 
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people are in college.  It then gradually decreases (National Institute on Alcohol Abuse 
and Alcoholism, 1995).   These numbers indicate that about ten million adolescents in the 
United States ages twelve to twenty use alcohol. Of these, 5.1 million report “binge 
drinking” and 2.3 million can be classified as heavy drinkers who binge at least five times 
a month (SAMHSA, 1998).   
Among college students, nearly half surveyed in a 1997 national study conducted by 
the Harvard School of Public Health reported drinking four or five drinks in one sitting 
within the previous 2 weeks (National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, 1998).  
Of drinkers on college campuses, members of Greek organizations tend to drink the 
heaviest with eighty-six percent of fraternity residents and eighty percent of sorority 
residents reporting “binge drinking” (Erenberg & Hacker, 1997).  In addition, college and 
university presidents cite drinking related problems as one of their key concerns for 
undergraduate student life (Hansen & Engs, 1995; Wechsler, 1996).   
The consequences of high-risk drinking by young people can be serious, leading to 
injury or even death.  One study showed that binge drinkers were eight times more likely 
than non-binge drinkers to miss a class, fall behind in schoolwork, get hurt or injured, and 
damage property (Wechsler, Dowdall, Maenner, Gledhill-Hoyt, & Lee, 1998).  These 
negative consequences often extend even to students who are not high-risk drinkers.  For 
example, in schools with high binge drinking rates, 34 percent of non-binge drinkers 
reported being insulted or humiliated by binge drinkers; 13 percent reported being 
pushed, hit, or assaulted; 54 percent reported having to take care of a drunken student; 68 
percent were interrupted while studying; and 26 percent of women experienced an 
unwanted sexual advance (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 
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1998).  In addition, more than 60 percent of college men and almost 50 percent of college 
women who are classified as binge drinkers report drinking and driving, a behavior which 
may lead to serious negative consequences (National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and 
Alcoholism, 1995).   
Social Norms Challenging  
Due to these problems and the prevalence of high-risk drinking, many high schools 
and colleges have implemented programs to reduce or eliminate high-risk drinking.  One 
popular type of program, particularly on the college level, is social norms challenging.  
Social norms challenging is based on previous research that has established that college 
students tend to grossly overestimate the number of their peers who engage in high-risk 
alcohol consumption (Perkins & Berkowitz, 1986).  This misperception is believed to 
influence students to drink more heavily by shaping their perceptions of social norms 
about drinking.  Social norms challenge campaigns aim to inform student about the actual 
norms representing the true levels of alcohol consumption among their peers.  This, in 
turn, is hypothesized to lead to changes in student’s perceptions of alcohol consumption 
norms on campus and thus reduce students’ high-risk alcohol consumption.   
Cognitive Dissonance 
Social norms challenging is based on two theories; the theories of “cognitive 
dissonance” and “social norms theory.”  According to cognitive dissonance theory, when 
an individual is faced with information that is contrary to their worldview or with a 
situation where they must behave in a way contrary to their worldview, they experience 
cognitive dissonance.  This dissonance is experienced as an “unpleasant state of tension” 
that the individual will feel a drive to relieve.  Furthermore, when the dissonance takes 
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the form of conflicting attitudes and behavior, a person will typically change their 
attitudes to eliminate the dissonance and regain consistency among their cognitions.  
Dissonance can be eliminated in three ways: (a) reducing the importance of the dissonant 
beliefs, (b) adding more consistent beliefs that out way the dissonant beliefs, or (c) 
changing the dissonant beliefs so that they are no longer inconsistent with other 
cognitions.  Such dissonance most commonly occurs when an individual must choose 
between two incompatible beliefs or actions (Festinger, 1957).   
In the case of social norms challenging campaigns, an individual who discovers that 
their previous perceptions of peer alcohol use are at odds with actual peer alcohol use 
will experience cognitive dissonance between the conflicting evidence and their previous 
cognitions.  This dissonance will typically cause them to change their attitudes or 
perceptions in order to make their cognitions consistent with the new information.  It is 
believed that the new attitudes, in turn, will create a change in behavior in order to 
eliminate the dissonance between the individual’s newly formed attitudes and behavior.  
Thus, it is believed that normative messages result in reduced alcohol consumption.   
A more in depth exploration of Festinger’s theory of cognitive dissonance reveals 
that the greatest amount of dissonance occurs when the two alternatives are equally 
attractive. However, in the case of social norms challenge programs, it can be argued that 
retaining previous attitudes about peer alcohol consumption may be more attractive than 
changing one’s perceptions since some college students may have defensive reactions to 
prevention programming (Werch et al., 2000).  In this case, students may resist the 
programming by eliminating their cognitive dissonance through reducing the importance 
of the new dissonant beliefs (firmly believing that it does not matter what the majority 
SOCIAL NORMS MARKETING 12 
does) or through adding more consistent beliefs that out way the dissonant beliefs (such 
as looking at a fraternity or other population where high alcohol consumption is the 
norm) and relying on this information to support the original attitudes, rather than 
changing their mistaken perceptions.  
Research also suggests that attitude change will most likely occur in the direction of 
least incentive since this results in lower dissonance.  An example of this was shown in a 
study by Festinger and Carlsmith (1959), which showed that study participants who were 
offered a small amount of money to tell a lie changed their attitudes to fit the lie more 
than participants who were paid a larger sum of money to tell the same lie or a control 
group who completed the same task but were not required to lie about it.  Thus, the 
participants who had less incentive to lie experience greater cognitive dissonance 
between their initial attitudes and the lie that they were telling.  Therefore, they changed 
their initial attitudes and reported their attitudes as more closely matching the lie that they 
agreed to tell.  Participants who had a large monetary incentive to lie did not experience 
dissonance because they had justification for lying.  Therefore, they did not change their 
initial attitudes to justify their behavior.   
College students who have experienced consequences of excessive alcohol 
consumption may have great dissonance when they hear the actual alcohol norms because 
they want to believe that most others drink heavily and experience the same level of 
negative consequences as they do.  These participants may disregard the new norms in 
favor of eliminating the dissonance in some way other than changing their perceptions.  
In fact, research supports the ineffectiveness of social norms interventions for groups that 
are typically heavy drinkers such as fraternity members and first year college students 
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(Carter & Kahnweiler, 2000; Werch et al., 2000).  This may be a function of cognitive 
dissonance.  Students who have experienced few negative consequences of excessive 
alcohol consumption may change their perceptions based on a lack of incentive to do 
otherwise.  These students may not have as great a justification for believing their 
original perceptions as the heavy drinkers. 
Misperception Hypothesis   
The misperception hypothesis is based on a study conducted by Perkins and 
Berkowitz (1986) who noted that the majority of college students have “moderate” 
opinions about alcohol use but perceived most others on campus as having “liberal” 
opinions about alcohol use.  Similar studies have shown that college students tend to 
view others’ perceptions of alcohol use as much more permissive than their own 
perceptions (Berkowiz & Perkins, 1986; Perkins et al., 1999).   
Student misperceptions of norms may have negative consequences on individual 
students by encouraging them to drink more than they normally would based on what 
they think the student environment encourages (Perkins, 1997).  Perkins also notes that 
student’s may be influenced more by misperceptions about close friends’ drinking, which 
is generally more permissive than their own views but not as permissive as the perceived 
norms of the general student population.  Though these misperceptions may be smaller, 
they may have a greater impact due to the more powerful influences of close friends.  In 
addition, the impact of perceptions of the general student population may have a 
relatively weak effect but remain powerful since the discrepancy between actual peer 
norms and perceived norms is so great (Perkins, 1997).   
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Compounding the effect of misperceptions is the circular effect they may have on 
student behavior, which is referred to by Perkins (1997) as a self-fulfilling prophecy.  The 
misperceptions cause students to drink more than they would based on their own 
attitudes, which in turn reinforce the misperceptions as accurate to other students.  The 
misperceptions encourage heavier drinking which in turn worsens the misperceptions 
because the behavior is often highly visible to others.  This in turn leads to even greater 
misperceptions (Perkins, 1997). 
If this compounding effect were reversed through correcting student’s perceptions of 
peer alcohol usage, the self-fulfilling prophecy could work to reduce high-risk drinking 
on college campuses.  This is how the misperception hypothesis is applied to social 
norms challenge interventions.  Research has shown reductions in drug misperceptions 
and use for primary and secondary students after a program aimed at correction of 
misperceptions of drug norms (Hansen, 1993; Hansen & Graham, 1991; Marks, Graham, 
& Hansen, 1992).  Reductions in binge drinking were found for college students after a 
prevention program aimed at reducing misperceptions (DeAngelis, 1994; Haines & 
Spear, 1996).         
Social Norms Marketing    
Social norms challenge interventions may take many forms such as sending greeting 
cards with normative information to students (Werch et al., 2000), giving individual 
students referred for drinking problems information about how their alcohol usage 
compares to the norm (Agostinelli et al., 1995), providing normative information via an 
interactive computer program (Reis, Riley, Lokman, & Baer, 2000), discussion groups 
where normative information is presented and discussed (Steffian, 1999), and social 
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norms marketing campaigns where normative information is presented to the campus 
through marketing methods (e.g., campus newspapers, posters, flyers, etc.).  As 
Zimmerman (1997) describes, social marketing campaigns consist of using carefully 
planned marketing strategies to design and implement programs and information 
campaigns to advance social causes.  Social norms marketing campaigns are different in 
that they use normative messages in their marketing campaigns.   
 The first social norms marketing campaign was conducted at Northern Illinois 
University from 1990 to 1992 and the research showed reductions in both perceived 
norms of student drinking and in student alcohol consumption (Haines & Spear, 1996).  
The campaign consisted of weekly advertisements in the campus newspaper, display 
advertisements, distribution of flyers reporting alcohol use norms at student events and in 
cafeterias on campus, and four weeks per academic year of the “Money Brothers,” two 
students who were hired to dress up like the Blues Brothers and distribute one dollar bills 
to students on campus who were able to state campus alcohol norms (Haines & Spear, 
1996). 
 After the apparent success of Northern Illinois University’s campaign, Golden Key 
National Honor society developed a social norms marketing campaign called “Just the 
Facts” which was pilot tested at eight universities nationwide during the 1995-1996 
school year.  One study from the pilot testing of the “Just the Facts” campaign at the 
University of Mississippi suggests that the campaign was associated with lower student 
drinking norms, however, shortcoming in the research design precluded any definitive 
findings about the campaigns effectiveness (Gomberg, Kessel Schneider, & DeJong, 
2001).  Currently, the Educational Development Center is conducting a national study of 
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the “Just the Facts” campaign that utilizes a true experiment design and will account for 
other factors on campuses that could account for changes in alcohol consumption 
(Educational Development Center, 2001, March 3).   
Validity of Self-Report Measures of Alcohol Use 
Although the use of self-report measures of alcohol consumption has a long history, 
there has been considerable controversy about the reliability and validity of self-report 
measures (Midanik, 1982,1988).  The consensus has been that self-reports produce 
consistent research findings (O’Malley, Bachman, & Johnston, 1983; Sobell et al., 1988).  
There are, however, notable exceptions to this finding.   
Traditionally, researchers who have studied the problem have focused mainly on 
underreporting of alcohol consumption and have discounted the possibility of over-
reporting as measurement error.  This was based on the belief that, because excessive 
drinking is not socially desirable, alcoholics would underreport their actual drinking 
quantity.  In contrast, validity studies of drug usage in youthful populations tend to focus 
on over-reporting due to “bragging” about drug usage (Midanik, 1982).  For the student 
population, it is reasonable to think that students would generally be more likely to over-
report their drinking behaviors due to “bragging” since excessive drinking is more 
socially desirable for college students than for many other populations. 
A number of explanations have been suggested to account for the questionable 
validity of self-report measures of alcohol consumption.  A study by Embree and 
Whitehead (1993) suggests that underreporting of alcohol consumption may be due to 
response bias, which leads participants to report their alcohol consumption with an 
expected or ideal response in order to appear “normal or nondeviant.”  Evidence suggests 
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that standard instructions concerning anonymity or confidentiality do not reduce such 
response bias (Werch, 1990).     
Forgetting has also been suspected as a factor in the responses of heavy drinkers on 
self-report measures of alcohol consumption (Embree & Whitehead, 1993; Lemmens, 
Tan, & Knibbe, 1992; Pernanen, 1974).  Research has shown a linear relationship 
between alcohol consumption and forgetting (Kalin, 1964; Maylor & Rabbitt, 1987). A 
negative correlation was also noted between accuracy of recall and amount of alcohol 
consumed (Hartford et al., 1976).  Similarly, other research suggests that participants are 
less accurate in reporting drinking quantity when they have been engaged in “heavy” 
drinking (Bongers, Van-de-Goor, Garretsen & Van-Oers, 1999; Hser, Anglin, & Chou, 
1992).  A study by Uchalick (1979) showed that respondents reported significantly higher 
alcohol consumption when they were monitoring their drinking.  Therefore, participants 
might be expected to underreport drinking levels when they are not required to monitor 
their alcohol consumption. 
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Chapter III 
Method 
Participants 
The participants (N = 16) were volunteers recruited from an alcohol skills class at the 
University of Wisconsin-Stout.  This class was offered to students who had received a 
citation for underage drinking in order to reduce fine amounts.  The class was divided 
into two groups, an experimental group who received the normative message and a 
control group who received no normative information.  The participants consisted of 4 
males and four females in each condition.  The participants were freshmen, sophomores, 
juniors, or non-degree seeking students who ranged in age from 18 to 21.  Table 1 
presents detailed demographic information of the participants. 
Instrumentation 
Participants were administered the Core Alcohol and Drug Survey-Short Form (Core 
Survey).  The Core Survey was developed by the United States Department of Education 
and the Fund for the Improvement of Post- Secondary Education to measure alcohol and 
other drug usage, attitudes, and perceptions among college students.  American 
Psychological Association standards for test development were utilized to insure validity 
and reliability of the survey.  In addition, the Core Institute frequently examines the 
psychometric properties of the survey for the sake of obtaining the most accurate data 
possible.     
The Core Survey consists of 23 questions about topics such as demographics, alcohol 
use frequency and quantity, campus alcohol use environment and policy, perceptions of 
peer alcohol and drug use, and consequences of alcohol and drug use (see Appendix A).  
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One additional question was added for the control group (see Appendix B).  Four 
additional questions were added for the experimental group (see Appendix C).  The first 
additional question, administered to all participants, was “Compared to other students 
at the University of Wisconsin-Stout, how do you consider your own drinking?”  
Participants were asked to choose from the following responses:  “I do not drink,” “I am 
a light drinker,” “I am a somewhat light drinker,” “I am a moderate drinker,” “I am a 
somewhat heavy drinker,” or “I am a heavy drinker.”   
The second set of additional questions, given only to the experimental group, 
focused on how much the normative statements differed from the participants’ original 
perceptions.  These questions mirrored the normative messages presented to the students 
before taking the survey.  These questions were stated as follows: “How many college 
students out of 100 did you think had 3 or fewer drinks when they party before you saw 
the message today? ____ out of 100”, “How many Stout Students did you think go out 3 
times a week or less before you saw the messages today?  ____ out of 100,” and “How 
many Stout students out of 100 did you think had refused an offer of alcohol or other 
drugs in the past 30 days before you saw the messages today? ____ out of 100.”   
Participants were asked to fill in the appropriate number out of 100 students.   
Procedure 
As a pilot study to identify potential problems with the experimental design or 
instruments, the Core Survey and additional questions were administered to an alcohol 
skills class for students who had received underage citations for alcohol consumption.  
The class was randomly divided into two groups to provide a control condition and an 
experimental condition.  Proctors followed written directions for administration, which 
SOCIAL NORMS MARKETING 20 
were separate for each condition, to minimize measurement error (see Appendix C and 
Appendix D). 
Control group.  Participants were administered the survey during an all-day session 
of the alcohol skills class.  A proctor read participants an informed consent document and 
instructions for completing the survey (see Appendix E).  Signed informed consent 
documents were collected and participants received copies.  They were then asked to 
complete the Core Survey and one additional question asking them how they consider 
their own drinking patterns compared to other students at the University of Wisconsin-
Stout.  The control group consisted of four males and four females who were not 
provided with any normative messages.  After the surveys were completed, participants 
were instructed to place their surveys in random order into an envelope that was passed 
down each row to ensure confidentiality.   
Experimental Group.  Participants were asked to read and sign an informed consent 
document that was also read aloud.  Participants received copies of the document for their 
own records and the signed copies were collected.  Next, in a discussion format, 
participants were asked to share how much they think the average college student drinks 
when he or she parties and how many times a week they think the average University of 
Wisconsin-Stout student goes out.  Participants were then shown actual norms obtained 
from a prior administration of the Core Survey and a survey conducted in the residence 
halls concerning these questions.  The norms were displayed by overhead projector and 
consisted of three full-color photos with normative messages, similar to those used in 
newspapers and posters in social norms marketing campaigns (see Appendix F).  The last 
message shown, a summary of all the messages placed within one photo, remained on the 
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overhead throughout the administration of the survey so the students could refer to it 
when completing their surveys.  Participants were asked to place their completed surveys 
in random order into an envelope that was passed down the rows in order to ensure 
confidentiality. 
Data Analysis 
 Descriptive statistics were used to analyze differences in demographics, alcohol use, 
and perceived norms between the experimental group and the control group as well as 
between the participants and the general student population at the University of 
Wisconsin-Stout.  Non-parametric tests of significance were completed using SPSS 10.0© 
software (SPSS Inc., 1999).  
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Chapter IV 
Results 
Introduction 
 The goals of the present study were (a) to determine participant’s perceptions of the 
experimental procedures and ensure that the materials and instructions used in the study 
were clear to participants, and (b) to provide some initial data to help determine whether 
there are differences in self-reported drinking behaviors for participants who are 
presented with a normative message.  Due to the non-random participant selection and 
low N, statistically significant results were not obtained.  However, descriptive results for 
each research question will be presented.   
Demographic Information 
 The alcohol skills class, which contained the participants in the study, consisted of 
three freshmen, nine sophomores, three juniors, and one non-degree seeking student.  
They ranged in age from 18 to 21 with a modal age of 20.  Eighty-seven percent of 
participants were white and twelve percent reported their ethnic origin as “other.”  
Seventy-five percent of participants lived on campus, and sixty-two percent were 
working full-time or part-time.  Participants’ cumulative grade point averages ranged 
from 2.0 to 4.0 with a modal grade point average of 3.0.  Table 1 presents detailed 
demographic information.   
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Table 1  
 
Demographic Information with Frequency and Percentage by Group 
 
 
Experimental Group
 
          Control Group 
 
         Total 
 
      
             No.         % 
     
            No.             %
     
            No.             %
 
Classification 
Freshmen 
Sophomore 
Junior 
Non-degree 
 
 
1 
5 
2 
0 
12.5
62.5
25
0
2
4
1
1
25
50
12.5
12.5
 
 
39 
31 
18.8
56.3
18.8
6.3
 
Age 
18 
19 
20 
21 
 
 
1 
0 
5 
2 
12.5
0
62.5
25
0
3
5
0
0
37.5
62.5
0
 
 
1 
3 
10 
2 
6.3
18.8
62.5
12.5
 
Ethnic origin 
White 
Other 
 
 
6 
2 
75
25
8
0
100
0
 
 
14 
2 
87.5
12.5
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Residence 
On-campus 
Off-campus 
 
 
6 
2 
75
25
6
2
75
25
 
 
12 
4 
75
25
 
Employed 
Full time 
Part time 
 
6 
0 
6 
75
0
75
4
1
3
50
12.5
37.5
 
9
1 
9 
62.5
6.3
56.3
 
GPA 
2.0 
2.33 
2.67 
3.0 
3.33 
4.0 
 
 
1 
1 
0 
3 
0 
3 
12.5
12.5
0
37.5
0
37.5
1
0
2
3
1
1
12.5
0
25
37.5
12.5
12.5
 
 
1 
6 
2 
1 
1 
4 
12.5
6.3
12.5
37.5
6.3
25
 
Descriptive Statistics for Alcohol Use 
According to participants’ self-reports of drinking behaviors, the average number of 
drinks consumed by participants per week ranged from 1 drink to 20 drinks, with a mean 
of 11.5 drinks per week.  Six participants first used alcohol at age 14-15, five participants 
first used alcohol at age 16-17, and five participants first used alcohol at ages 18-20.  The 
frequency of drinking five or more drinks in one sitting in the past two weeks ranged 
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from never to ten or more times with a mode of three to five times per week.  Within the 
last year, all participants reported using alcohol three times a week or less and between 
one to nineteen days in the past 30 days.  Descriptive data for alcohol use is displayed in 
Table 2.  Table 3 shows the frequency of negative consequences experienced by 
participants as a result of drinking or drug use in the last year. 
Table 2 
Alcohol use frequency and quantity data by split group and combined groups 
  
Experimental 
 No.            % 
 
Control 
 No.         % 
 
Total 
 No.        % 
 
Number of times in last two weeks 
consumed 5 or more drinks in one sitting 
None
Once
Twice
3-5 times
6-9 times
10 or more
1
2
1
4
0
0
12.5
25
12.5
50
0
0
1
0
1
3
2
1
 
 
 
12.5 
0 
12.5 
37.5 
25 
12.5 
2
2
2
7
2
1
12.5
12.5
12.5
43.8
12.5
6.3
 
Average drinks/week 
1
4
5
8
10
11
12
20
1
0
1
1
2
0
1
2
12.5
0
12.5
12.5
25
0
12.5
25
0
1
1
1
1
1
0
3
 
 
0 
12.5 
12.5 
12.5 
12.5 
12.5 
0 
37.5 
1
1
2
2
3
1
1
5
6.3
6.3
12.5
12.5
18.8
6.3
6.3
31.3
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Frequency of alcohol use in past year 
Twice a month
Once a week
3 times a week
1
3
4
12.5
37.5
50
0
4
4
 
 
0 
50 
50 
1
7
8
6.3
43.8
50
 
Table 3 
Frequency of negative consequences of alcohol or drug use in the past year by group 
  
Experimental 
      No.       % 
 
Control 
    No.      % 
 
Total 
 No.     % 
 
Hangover 
Never
Twice
3-5 times
6-9 times
10 or more times
1
0
0
2
5
12.5
0
0
25
62.5
0
2
1
1
4
 
 
0 
25 
12.5 
12.5 
50 
 
 
1 
2 
1 
3 
9 
6.3
12.5
6.3
18.8
56.3
 
Frequency of alcohol use in past 30 days 
1-2 days
3-5 days
6-9 days
10-19 days
2
1
2
3
25
12.5
25
37.5
0
2
1
5
 
 
0 
25 
12.5 
62.5 
2
3
3
8
12.5
18.8
18.8
50
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Trouble with police or college authority 
Never
Once
Twice
3-5 times
1
5
1
1
12.5
62.5
12.5
12.5
0
4
2
2
 
 
0 
50 
25 
25 
 
 
1 
9 
3 
3 
6.3
56.3
18.8
18.8
 
Damaged property 
Never
Once
Twice
3-5 times
5
1
1
1
62.5
12.5
12.5
12.5
5
1
1
1
 
 
62.5 
12.5 
12.5 
12.5 
 
 
10 
2 
2 
2 
62.5
12.5
12.5
12.5
 
Got into fight or argument 
Never
Once
Twice
3-5 times
6-9 times
4
2
1
1
0
50
25
12.5
12.5
0
2
3
1
1
1
 
 
25 
37.5 
12.5 
12.5 
12.5 
 
 
6 
5 
2 
2 
1 
37.5
31.5
12.5
12.5
6.3
 
Became nauseated or vomited 
Never
Once
3-5 times
6-9 times
10 or more times
2
3
0
3
0
25
37.5
0
37.5
0
2
0
4
1
1
 
 
25 
0 
50 
12.5 
12.5 
 
 
2 
5 
4 
4 
1 
12.5
31.3
25
25
6.3
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Driven a car under the influence 
Never
Once 
Twice
3-5 times
6-9 times
10 or more times
2
1
1
1
2
1
25
12.5
12.5
12.5
25
12.5
2
1
2
2
1
0
 
 
25 
12.5 
25 
25 
12.5 
0 
 
 
4 
2 
3 
3 
3 
1 
25
12.5
18.8
18.8
18.8
6.3
 
Missed class 
Never
Once
Twice
3-5 times
6-9 times
10 or more times
1
1
2
4
0
0
12.5
12.5
25
50
0
0
1
0
0
4
1
2
 
 
12.5 
0 
0 
50 
12.5 
25 
 
 
2 
1 
2 
8 
1 
2 
12.5
6.3
12.5
50
6.3
12.5
 
Been criticized by someone I know 
Never
Once
Twice
3-5 times
4
3
0
1
50
37.5
0
12.5
4
2
1
1
 
 
50 
25 
12.5 
12.5 
 
 
8 
5 
1 
2 
50
31.3
6.3
12.5
 
Thought I have a drinking/drug problem 
Never
Once
3-5 times
7
1
0
87.5
12.5
0
4
3
1
 
 
50 
37.5 
12.5 
 
 
11 
4 
1 
68.8
25
6.3
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Had memory loss 
Never
Once
Twice
3-5 times
10 or more times
1
2
3
2
0
12.5
25
37.5
25
0
1
0
4
2
1
 
 
12.5 
0 
50 
25 
12.5 
 
 
1 
3 
7 
4 
1 
6.3
18.8
43.8
25
6.3
 
Did something I later regretted 
Never
Once
Twice
3-5 times
10 or more times
2
2
0
4
0
25
25
0
50
0
3
1
1
2
1
 
 
37.5 
12.5 
12.5 
25 
12.5 
 
 
5 
3 
1 
6 
1 
31.3
18.8
6.3
37.5
6.3
 
Tried unsuccessfully to stop 
Never
Once
Twice
7
1
0
87.5
12.5
0
7
0
1
 
 
87.5 
0 
12.5 
 
 
14 
1 
1 
87.5
6.3
6.3
 
Seriously thought about suicide 
Never
Once
8
0
100
0
7
1
 
 
87.5 
12.5 
 
 
15 
1 
93.8
6.3
 
 
Been hurt or injured 
Never
Once
Twice
3-5 times
6
1
1
0
75
12.5
12.5
0
3
2
0
3
 
 
37.5 
25 
0 
37.5 
 
 
9 
3 
1 
3 
56.3
18.8
6.3
18.8
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Research Question 1 
Is there a statistically significant difference between self-reported levels of alcohol 
consumption for college students who report heavy drinking and have been provided 
with normative information about peer alcohol consumption as compared to those 
who have not been provided with any normative information? 
Although the present study was concerned with alcohol usage, data on marijuana use  
was also collected and analyzed in order to determine if any differences existed for 
substances that no social norms messages were presented for.  A Mann-Whitney U test 
for nonparametric data was used.  There were no statistically significant differences 
between the experimental group and the control group on any items.  Alcohol use and 
marijuana use differed equally between the groups (p = .814 and p = .827, respectively).  
Participants in the experimental group consumed an average of 10.75 drinks per week 
and participants in the control group consumed an average of 12.25 drinks per week.  
Table 4 shows differences between groups for alcohol and marijuana use. 
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Table 4 
Frequency of alcohol and marijuana use in past 30 days and past year by group 
 
Experimental Control  
Alcohol Marijuana 
 
Alcohol Marijuana 
 
Frequency of use- 30 days 
Never 
1-2 days 
3-5 days 
6-9 days 
10-19 days 
All 30 days 
0
2
1
2
3
0
6
0
0
0
0
2
 
 
0 
0 
2 
1 
5 
0 
3
2
1
1
0
1
 
Frequency of use- past year 
Never 
Once a week 
3 times a week 
Once a month 
Twice a month 
Once a year 
Daily 
0
3
4
0
1
0
0
3
0
0
0
0
3
2
 
 
0 
4 
4 
0 
0 
0 
0 
3
1
1
1
0
1
1
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Research Question 2 
Is there a statistically significant difference between participants’ classifications of 
themselves as “light” or “heavy” drinkers for college students who have been 
provided with normative information about peer alcohol consumption as compared 
to those who have not been provided with any normative information?   
 When comparing themselves to other students at UW-Stout, 3 participants reported 
being “light” drinkers, one participant reported being a “somewhat light” drinker, eight 
participants reported begin “moderate” drinkers, three participants reported being 
“somewhat heavy” drinkers, and one participant reported being a “heavy” drinker.  The 
participant reporting heavy drinking was in the control group.  No statistically significant 
differences were found between the groups for their perceptions of their drinking 
compared to other students (p = .175).  Overall, approximately 19% of participants 
considered themselves to be light drinkers compared to the general student population.  
Another 19% considered themselves to be “somewhat heavy” drinkers.  Approximately 
6% considered there drinking to be “somewhat light” and another 6% reported being a 
“heavy drinker.”  Half of all participates reported being “moderate” drinkers.  Figure 1 
shows how participants considered their drinking by group. 
0%
10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
light sw light moderate sw heavy heavy
experimenal group
control group
 Figure 1  Percentages of participants reporting each drinking level by group. 
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Research Question 3 
Is there a statistically significant difference between the actual norms and prior 
perceptions of the norms for college students who report heavy drinking and have 
been provided with normative information about peer alcohol consumption 
compared to those who report light drinking and have been provided with the same 
normative information? 
Four participants in the experimental group reported their drinking levels as  
“moderate,” 3 participants reported “light” or “somewhat light” drinking, and one 
participant reported “somewhat heavy” drinking.  Therefore, there is an extremely small 
N for “somewhat heavy” and “heavy” drinking, making this data uninterpretable.  Data 
was analyzed by grouping participants by self-reported drinking level (light, moderate, or 
heavy) and determining the difference between each group’s mean prior perceptions of 
the percentages and the actual normative data for each question.  This was achieved by 
subtracting the reported percentages from the actual norms for each question to determine 
percentage of difference between prior perceptions and actual norms.  These differences 
were then grouped into 5 categories representing amount of surprise.  Any negative 
percentages were categorized as zero.  All drinking level groups showed similar levels of 
surprise.  Table 5 shows the frequency of participants reporting differences between 
perceived and actual norms by drinking level for each difference category. 
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Table 5 
Number of participants in each drinking level group reporting differences between 
perceived and actual norms for each social norms message 
 
Most college students (55%) have 3 or fewer drinks when they party. 
 Light Moderate Heavy
 
0-20% difference 
21-40% difference 
41-60% difference 
61-80% difference 
81-100% difference 
2
1
0
0
0
1
3
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
 
Most Stout students (59%) drink one time or less per week. 
 Light Moderate Heavy
 
0-20% difference 
21-40% difference 
41-60% difference 
61-80% difference 
81-100% difference 
2
1
0
0
0
4
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
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73% of Stout students have refused an offer of alcohol or drug use in the past 30 days. 
 Light Moderate Heavy
 
0-20% difference 
21-40% difference 
41-60% difference 
61-80% difference 
81-100% difference 
1
1
1
0
0
1
0
2
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
 
Perception of Substance Use 
 Descriptive data for actual and perceived frequencies for participants’ use of alcohol 
was collected.  This data was compared to reports of actual and perceived use from a 
separate administration of the Core Survey during Spring 2000 to 604 students at UW-
Stout in order to determine if there was a significant difference between perceptions of 
substance use and actual use.  Table 6 shows the results of this data.  
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Table 6 
Percentages of actual and perceived alcohol and marijuana use for the sample from the 
present study and for a previous administration of the Core Survey in Spring, 2000 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Alcohol Marijuana  
Present study Core 2000 Present study Core 2000 
 Actual Perceived Actual Perceived Actual Perceived Actual Perceived
Never 0 0 5.3 .2 37.5 0 55.9 2.9
1 time/yr 0 0 2.7 .3 25 12.5 12.9 6.1
6 times/yr. 0 0 5.3 0 6.3 6.3 9.4 7.9
1 time/mt. 0 0 6.3 .2 6.3 25 5.4 11.4
2 times/mt. 6.3 0 11.3 1.5 0 0 3.4 18.4
1 time/wk 43.8 43.8 27.4 21.4 6.3 37.5 3.7 24.4
3 times/wk 50 43.8 34.2 55.3 6.3 12.5 2.5 8.7
5 times/wk 0 12.5 5.6 14.4 0 6.3 2.3 5
Daily 0 0 2 6.8 18.8 0 4.5 4.9
 
   Gender Differences 
 Although gender differences were not considered in the initial research design, 
exploratory analysis found significant gender differences (p = .05).  Males had five or 
more drinks in one sitting more times than females, consumed a higher number of drinks 
per week, and used tobacco more in the past year (p = < .05).  In addition, males used 
alcohol and marijuana more times in the past year and in the past 30 days than females (p 
= < .05).  Males also used hallucinogens more times in the past year than females (p = < 
.05).  The only negative consequence of alcohol use reported more by males than females 
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was damage to property due to alcohol or drug use (p = < .05).  In addition, males 
reported their overall drinking levels as greater than females (p = < .05). 
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Chapter V 
Discussion 
Summary 
The current study was designed to investigate the research design, procedures, and 
methodology for a larger scale, similar study that will be conducted in the near future.  It 
also served to test the hypothesis that college students who are exposed to social norms 
marketing messages will report lower drinking levels based on using the norms provided 
as a benchmark from which to measure their own drinking.  The findings were 
inconclusive due in part to the small number of participants who participated in the study 
and the non-random participant selection.  Results from the investigation for each goal 
and hypothesis will be discussed separately.   
Goal 1 
To determine participant’s perceptions of the experimental procedures and ensure 
that the materials and instructions used in the study were clear to participants. 
 As part of the pilot study procedures, participants in the experimental group were 
engaged in a discussion of the study following completion of the surveys.  Participants 
were asked what they thought of the survey, the additional questions, and the social 
norms messages.  Participants responded that both the survey and the additional questions 
were easy to understand and complete.  When asked about the social norms messages, 
however, the group responded that they did not believe the statements and questioned the 
validity of the studies used to make the statements.  The questioned both the number of 
students involved and whether those students were a representative sample of the student 
population as a whole.  When they were informed that the numbers were real and based 
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on questionnaires like the one they recently completed given to a random samples of 604 
Stout students, 1660 Stout students in the residence halls, or to 175,000 students 
nationwide, they still did not believe the messages were true for the general student 
population at the University of Wisconsin-Stout.   
 The discussion held with the students suggests a major limitation of the design of the 
study.  Social norms marketing campaigns expose students to normative messages 
consistently and over long periods of time.  In addition, they reinforce acceptance of the 
messages by providing prizes and incentives for knowing the normative messages.  They 
are based on “bombarding” the students with social norms messages.  In the design of 
this study, there was no foreseeable way to duplicate this bombardment with the social 
norms messages.  As a substitute, all three social norms messages were presented by 
overhead while participants filled out the surveys.  However, as determined from the 
discussion with participants, they did not “buy in” to the messages as is assumed to 
happen with social norms campaigns.  As a result, there was little chance for the reported 
norms to influence participants’ perceptions, a fundamental component of the theory 
behind social norms marketing.  The ideal experimental design would bombard 
participants with the messages and would allow for a comparison of their actual drinking 
levels and their self-reported drinking levels. 
Goal 2 
To provide initial data to help determine whether there are differences in self-
reported drinking behaviors for participants who are presented with a normative 
message. 
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Although no statistically significant results were obtained, this study served to 
provide initial information about the drinking patterns of students at risk for drinking 
problems.  Perhaps with a larger sample that represents the general student population, 
trends in the current data would achieve significance.  Goal 2 is best explored through the 
research questions for the study.  Trends in the data will be discussed. 
Research Question 1 
Is there a statistically significant difference between reported levels of alcohol 
consumption for college students who report heavy drinking who have been provided 
with normative information about peer alcohol consumption as compared to those 
who have not been provided with any normative information?  
 It was expected that participants who were informed of actual norms for alcohol 
consumption would report their own alcohol consumption in relation to the new norms.  
The norms presented that related to this hypothesis were that 55% of students have three 
or fewer drinks when they party and that most Stout students (59%) drink one time or less 
per week.  There were no questions on the survey that specifically addressed the 
normative statements. Given these norms, however, normative information for other 
questions can be easily calculated.  Using the numbers given in the normative messages, 
it can be calculated that most students have had five or more drinks in one sitting zero 
times in the past two weeks given that they only go out once a week and have three or 
fewer drinks each time they go out.  It can also be calculated that most students have 
three or fewer drinks per week since most students only go out once and have three or 
fewer drinks when they go out.   
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There were trends in the data showing that the group who received the normative 
messages reported less alcohol consumption than the group that received no normative 
message.  Of participants who received the normative messages, 50% reported having 
five or more drinks in one sitting three times or more in the past two weeks.  This number 
rose to 75% for the group that did not receive any normative messages.  In addition, no 
participants who received a normative message reported having five or more drinks in 
one sitting more than 5 times in the past two weeks.  In contrast, three participants who 
did not receive a normative message reported having five or more drinks in one sitting six 
times or more in the last two weeks.   
Projecting from the normative messages, it can be calculated that most students have 
3 or fewer drinks per week and drink approximately 4 times or less in a 30 day period.  
Although the mean for drinks per week of both groups was 11.5, a number much greater 
than the norm, the group who received the normative message did report less alcohol 
consumption than the group who did not receive any normative messages.  The reported 
mean alcohol consumption per week was 10.75 for the experimental group and 12.25 for 
the control group.  In addition, the experimental group reported using alcohol on fewer 
days than the control group although the numbers were much greater than the norm.  Of 
the experimental group, 62.5% reported using alcohol on 9 or few days.  Only 37.5% of 
the control group reported the same or less alcohol use. 
In order to explore possible individual differences in substance use between 
participants in each condition, participants’ self-reported marijuana use was used for 
comparison.   Marijuana was chosen since no normative information was provided about 
its use and because it is commonly considered a more frequently used drug than many of 
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the other substances on the Core Survey.  It was expected that if the lower self-reported 
alcohol consumption of the experimental group were due to the normative information 
rather than to differences between the participants in each group, the marijuana use data 
would be similar for both groups.  This would highlight differences in the groups 
themselves since they were not large enough to provide a random distribution.  In fact, 
the experimental group showed a trend towards reporting less marijuana use than the 
control group.  In the experimental group, 75% did not use marijuana in the past 30 days 
compared to only 37.5% not using marijuana in the control group.  This suggests that the 
reported higher levels of alcohol consumption by the control group may be due to their 
tendency to use substances more frequently in general.   
Research Question 2 
Is there a statistically significant difference between participants’ classifications of 
themselves as “light” or “heavy” drinkers for college students who have been 
provided with normative information about peer alcohol consumption as compared 
to those who have not been provided with any normative information? 
 Although no statistically significant differences were found between groups for their 
perceptions of their drinking compared to other students, there was a trend towards the 
experimental group considering their drinking as “light” when compared to other 
students.  In this group, 3 participants reported “light” or “somewhat light” drinking.  
Only one participant in the control group reported being a “light” drinker.  This 
corresponds with the experimental group’s trend towards reporting less alcohol 
consumption.  The participants in the experimental group who reported being “light” 
drinkers drank 1 and 8 drinks per week.  The “somewhat light” drinker had 10 drinks and 
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the “somewhat heavy” drinker reported 20.  The moderate drinkers reported 5, 10, 12, 
and 20 drinks.  In the control group, the participant who reported “light” drinking had 4 
drinks; the participants reporting moderate drinking had 5, 8, 10, and 11 drinks; both 
participants reporting “somewhat heavy” drinking had 20 drinks; and the participant 
reporting “heavy” drinking reported consuming 20 drinks per week. 
 It seems that participants in the experimental group did not consider the normative 
messages when reporting their drinking levels.  In contrast, a participant in the 
experimental group who reported having 20 drinks per week considered himself a 
“moderate” drinker though the 3 participants in the control group who reported having 20 
drinks per week reported being “somewhat heavy” or “heavy” drinkers.  This number 
was well above the norm for most students and therefore would be considered “heavy” 
drinking when compared to the norms.  In addition, a participant in the experimental 
group who reported having 8 drinks a week considered himself a “light” drinker and a 
participant who reported having 10 drinks a week considered herself a “somewhat light” 
drinker. 
Research Question 3 
Is there a statistically significant difference between the actual norms and prior 
perceptions of the norms for college students who report heavy drinking and have 
been provided with normative information about peer alcohol consumption 
compared to those who report light drinking and have been provided with the same 
normative information?   
 Due to the extremely small number of participants in the “somewhat heavy” or 
“heavy” drinking level categories, these data are uninterpretable.  This question was 
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intended to determine the amount of surprise participants experienced after hearing the 
norms by determining how much difference there was between their prior perceptions of 
the norms and the actual norms.  It was expected that the participants who reported being 
“heavy drinkers” in comparison to the norm would report the most difference between 
their prior perceptions and the actual norms.  Participants from this heavy drinking group 
would be the most surprised and would therefore experience the most cognitive 
dissonance between their prior perceptions and the actual norms.  This would in turn 
cause them to attempt to reduce the cognitive dissonance in one of three ways: by not 
believing the normative messages and thus reducing the importance of the dissonant 
beliefs; by comparing their own behaviors to those of groups that traditionally drink 
heavily and therefore add more consistent beliefs to out way the dissonant beliefs, or to 
change their dissonant beliefs and reduce their drinking to closer to the normative levels.  
Figure 2 shows the expected interactions of level of surprise and cognitive dissonance. 
It was expected that “light” drinkers would have less difference between the norms 
and their prior perceptions of the norms and would experience less surprise.  Therefore, 
they would experience less cognitive dissonance because the norms were already similar 
to their prior perceptions and would not change their behaviors or their self-report data in 
order to make their beliefs and the norms more consistent. 
 The experimental design of this study made this hypothesis hard to determine.  First, 
the self-reported drinking levels (“light,” “somewhat light,” “moderate,” etc.) were 
subjectively determined by the participant and therefore it was difficult to consider them 
accurate measures of the participant’s drinking since participants in the study did not 
seem to use the norms as a benchmark from where to determine their drinking levels 
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compared to peers.  Therefore, the data are too subjective.  To remedy this difficulty, the 
amount of difference between participants’ prior perceptions and the actual norms could 
be compared for participants depending upon their reported levels of alcohol 
consumption per week in the future study.  Participants who report drinking 1 to 5 drinks 
per week would be placed in the “light” category and participants drinking 6 or more 
drinks a week would be placed in the “heavy” drinking category for data analysis 
purposes.  In this way, data could be analyzed by reported consumption levels rather than 
more subjective self-categorizing. 
 
High alcohol consumption 
 
 
More difference between actual and perceived norms 
 
More surprise 
 
Greater cognitive dissonance reduced in one of three ways: 
 
 
Not
believing
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Changing 
dissonant 
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Adding more 
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Reducing 
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of dissonant 
beliefs 
Looking 
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drinking 
groups for 
norms 
 
Reducing alcohol 
consumption 
 
Figure 2  
Interaction of level of surprise and cognitive dissonance in social norms marketing for 
heavy drinkers 
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Perceptions of Substance Use 
 Participants reported alcohol and marijuana use were compared to their perceptions 
of the average student’s alcohol and marijuana use for this present study and for another 
administration of the Core Survey conducted in Spring 2000 with 604 UW-Stout 
students.  Results tended to show greater perceptions of alcohol and marijuana use than 
the reported actual use for both the present study and the Core Survey administered in 
Spring, 2000.   Although this data was not analyzed statistically, there was a trend that 
suggests a misperception of alcohol and marijuana use exists at UW-Stout.     
Limitations 
  The current study has several limitations.  Foremost among these is the small 
number of participants that were involved.  This was a pilot study with a goal of 
identifying potential problems with the research design and materials and therefore only 
one class participated.  This small number prevented more sophisticated statistical 
analysis and prohibited the study from being generalizable.  In addition, the study 
participants were not randomly selected and were a non-representative group.  The 
alcohol skills class was desirable for this smaller study because of the larger numbers of 
heavy drinkers expected to be present, but further research should use randomly selected 
undergraduates from a representative sample of the student population.  In addition, this 
study was not able to bombard participants with a social norms message and therefore 
cannot explore the cumulative effects of repeated exposure to social norms marketing 
messages over time.  The bombardment of students with the social norms message is a 
central component of social norms marketing campaigns, and the present study was only 
able to consider the immediate effects of social norms marketing.  
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Implications for Future Research 
The continuation of this research, planned for Fall 2001, will be modified based on 
the findings of this study.  The participants will consist of at least 120 undergraduate 
students who represent the undergraduate student population by year in school, major, 
race, and gender.  Participants will be selected from courses meeting general education 
requirements for undergraduates.  All classes selected for participation will include two 
sections, one acting as a control group and one for the experimental condition.  Many of 
the study procedures will remain the same; however, additional questions will be added 
to elicit a more thorough analysis of hypothesis 1: that there will be a statistically 
significant difference between groups for participant’s self-reported drinking quantities 
and frequencies.  These questions will directly reflect the social norms messages 
presented to participants and will specifically ask participants how many drinks they have 
when they party, how many times they drink per week, and if they have refused an offer 
of alcohol or other drugs in the past 30 days.  In addition, data analysis for hypothesis 3, 
that participants reporting heavy drinking in the experimental group will report more 
difference between their prior perceptions of the norms and the actual norms than 
participants in the experimental group who report light drinking, will be changed to 
reflect participants’ levels of surprise about the messages as a function of their reported 
weekly alcohol consumption as well as their self-reported drinking level.  Thus, data 
analysis for hypothesis 3 will include exploration of differences between participants’ 
classification of their drinking level as light, moderate, or heavy as well as exploration of 
the differences based on participants’ reported alcohol consumption.  Finally, the 
additional questions in the experimental condition asking participants about their prior 
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perceptions of the normative messages will be asked first, followed by a discussion about 
the actual norms, and the administration of the Core Survey and remaining additional 
questions.   
The findings of the larger study will extend previous research about social norms 
marketing in multiple ways.  First, the findings will help to determine the immediate 
effects of social norms messages on college students’ self-reported drinking behaviors.  
Second, the study will replicate other studies that have considered the misperception 
hypothesis.  Thirdly, the study will extend the literature on the validity of self-report 
questionnaires.  These finding may help to determine the effectiveness of social norms 
marketing in reducing high-risk drinking of college students and help to further determine 
how social norms marketing changes student’s misperceptions and beliefs.    
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Appendix A 
Control Group Additional Questions 
Important:  Please answer the following question in the space provided on the upper 
right hand corner of your survey.   
 
A) Compared to other students at the University of Wisconsin-Stout, how do 
you consider your own drinking? 
0) I do not drink. 
1) I am a light drinker. 
2) I am a somewhat light drinker. 
3) I am a moderate drinker. 
4) I am a somewhat heavy drinker. 
5) I am a heavy drinker. 
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Appendix B 
Experimental Group Additional Questions 
Important:  Please answer question A in the spaces provided on the upper right hand 
corner of your survey.   
 
B) Compared to other students at the University of Wisconsin-Stout, how do 
you consider your own drinking? 
0) I do not drink. 
1) I am a light drinker. 
2) I am a somewhat light drinker. 
3) I am a moderate drinker. 
4) I am a somewhat heavy drinker. 
5) I am a heavy drinker. 
 
Answer the remaining questions on this page. 
 
1)  How many college students out of 100 did you think had 3 or fewer drinks 
when they party before you saw the messages today?  
 
_______  out of 100   
   
 
 
2) How many Stout students did you think go out 3 times a week or less before 
you saw the messages today? 
 
_______  out of 100 
 
 
3) How many Stout students out of 100 did you think had refused an offer of 
alcohol or other drugs in the past 30 days before you saw the messages today? 
 
_______  out of 100 
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Appendix C 
Instructions for Administering Survey to Control Group 
Control Group Instructions for Administering  
the Core Alcohol and Drug Survey 
UW-Stout Survey, 2001 
 
1. Hand out the Core Survey with Informed Consent Letter and #2 pencils as needed.   
2. Introduce myself.  “First of all, I’d like to introduce myself.  My name is __________ 
and I am a _______________.” 
3. Introduce the survey. 
 “I’d like to ask that you take 10-15 minutes to complete the CORE Alcohol and 
Drug Survey.” 
 “Please use a pencil to fill in the answer form.” 
 “Be sure that you completely fill in the appropriate circles so the scanner can 
read your form.” 
 “There are a couple of places that ask you to write a number and fill the circles.  
Please do both.” 
 “Please note that on the bottom left hand corner of the front page there is a 
definition of a “drink” which should help you estimate your answer to question 
number 15.  Also, please give your answer to this question a little thought-
thinking about how many days a week you might drink, number of hours 
drinking, where you would be when drinking, and who you drink with.  This will 
help you estimate your average weekly alcohol intake more accurately.” 
 “Also note that there is one additional questions on the paper included with your 
survey.  Please fill in the first circle in the shaded box at the top right hand side 
of page one with your answer to this questions.” 
4. Read the Informed Consent Letter to students  
 “Now, I will read the Informed Consent paper to assure that you understand your 
rights related to this survey.”  READ LETTER WORD FOR WORD 
5. Explain the survey collection process 
 “When you have completed your survey, place it face down on your writing 
surface until I give the signal, then we will all pass them in together.  I will have 
a folder for surveys that will start at the back row of seats. Please insert your 
survey into the folder as it is passed forward.  People who insert surveys into the 
folder may want to mix them up to assure that there is no way of determining 
which survey belongs to any student.” 
6. Ask students to begin survey. 
 “Go ahead and begin.”  Stay in front of room to ensure that surveys can be 
completed without observation by administrators. 
7. Collect the surveys. 
 Drop a file folder at the end of the rows in the back of the room and have 
students slip surveys into the file folder as it is passed forward. 
 Drop a box for pencils at the back of the room and collect pencils as the box is 
passed forward. 
8. Thank students for their participation. 
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Appendix D 
Instructions for Administering Survey to Experimental Group 
Experimental Group Instructions for Administering  
the Core Alcohol and Drug Survey 
UW-Stout Survey, 2001 
 
9. Hand out the Core Survey with Informed Consent Letter and #2 pencils as needed.   
10. Introduce myself.  “First of all, I’d like to introduce myself.  My name is Jennifer Siders 
and I am graduate student in the School Psychology Department.” 
11. Provide Social Norms Marketing information: 
 “Before we get started, I’d like to talk with you about the alcohol use norms at 
the University of Wisconsin-Stout.  First of all, how many drinks do you think 
most college students have when they go out to the bars or to a party?”  Allow 
students to respond (write numbers on board if available).  “Now how many 
times do you think most students here at Stout go out drinking per week?”  Allow 
for responses.  “Here is some actual information about the drinking patterns of 
most students.”  
 Show overheads with Social Norms Marketing Statements and read the 
statements aloud. 
12. Introduce the survey. 
 “Now I’d like to ask that you take 10-15 minutes to complete the CORE Alcohol 
and Drug Survey.” 
 “Please use a pencil to fill in the answer form.” 
 “Be sure that you completely fill in the appropriate circles so the scanner can 
read your form.” 
 “There are a couple of places that ask you to write a number and fill the circles.  
Please do both.” 
 “Please note that on the bottom left hand corner of the front page there is a 
definition of a “drink” which should help you estimate your answer to question 
number 15.  Also, please give your answer to this question a little thought-
thinking about how many days a week you might drink, number of hours 
drinking, where you would be when drinking, and who you drink with.  This will 
help you estimate your average weekly alcohol intake more accurately.” 
 “Also note that there are four additional questions on the paper included with 
your survey.  Please fill in the first four circles in the shaded box at the top right 
hand side of page one with your answers to these questions.  Please consider 
theses additional questions carefully and use the form provided to determine 
which circles to fill in.  If you have any questions, don’t hesitate to ask.” 
13. Read the Informed Consent Letter to students  
 “Now, I will read the Informed Consent paper to assure that you understand your 
rights related to this survey.”  READ LETTER WORD FOR WORD 
14. Explain the survey collection process 
 “When you have completed your survey, place it face down on your writing 
surface until I give the signal, then we will all pass them in together.  I will have 
a folder for surveys, which will start at the back row of seats. Please insert the 
surveys into the folder as it is passed forward, row-by-row.  People who insert 
the surveys into the folder may want to mix them up to assure that there is no 
way of determining which survey belongs to any student.” 
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15. Ask students to begin survey. 
 Stay in front of room to ensure that surveys can be completed without 
observation by administrators. 
16. Collect the surveys. 
 Drop a file folder at the end of the rows in the back of the room and have 
students slip surveys into the file folder as it is passed forward. 
 Drop a box for pencils at the back of the room and collect pencils as the box is 
passed forward. 
17. Thank students for their participation. 
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Appendix E 
Informed Consent Letter 
University of Wisconsin-Stout 
Student Alcohol and Other Drug Survey 
Spring/Summer 2001 
 
Dear Student Participant,  
 
You are being asked to participate in a study of UW-Stout student alcohol and other drug 
use.  The results of this study will be used to help determine the effectiveness of a popular 
campus alcohol prevention campaign.  Please be as accurate as possible with your responses. 
     
We assure you that your name will not be associated in any way with the research findings.  
Do not hesitate to ask any question about the materials or procedures.  The following statement is 
provided so that you understand that this data collection process is purely voluntary.  Please read 
the statement carefully. 
 
Informed Consent Statement: 
      
I understand that by returning this questionnaire, I am giving my informed consent as a 
participating volunteer in this study.  I understand the basic nature of the study and agree that any 
potential risks are exceedingly small.  I am aware that the information is being sought in such a 
manner that no identifiers are needed and so that confidentiality is guaranteed.  I realize that I 
have the right to refuse participation and that my right to withdraw from participation will be 
respected with no coercion or prejudice. 
 
Note:  Students under the age of 18 years are asked not to complete this survey. 
 
Note:  Do not put your name on any of the survey forms. 
 
        Questions or concerns about participation in the research or subsequent complaints should be 
addressed first to the researcher or research advisors and second to Dr. Ted Knous, Chair, UW-
Stout Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects in Research, Room 11 
Harvey Hall, University of Wisconsin-Stout, Menomonie, WI 54751, (715) 232-1126. 
 
       If you would like any additional information concerning this study before or after it is 
complete, please feel free to contact us by phone or mail.     
 
Sincerely,  
 
Jennifer Siders, B.A.  Scott Orme, Ph.D.          Allen Ebel, M.S.  
Investigator         Research Advisor              Research Advisor  
School Psychology Dept. School Psychology Dept.   Counseling Center  
UW-Stout    UW-Stout    UW-Stout        
(715) 233-0860   (715) 232-2204   (715) 232-2468  
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Appendix F 
Social Norms Message Overheads 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 Just the Facts about alcohol 
A majority of college students (55%) have 3 or fewer 
drinks when they party.* 
 
Most Stout students (59%) drink one time or less per 
week.* 
 
73% of Stout students have refused an offer of alcohol 
or other drugs in the past 30 days.+ 
 
1 drink= one 12 oz. Beer = 4-5 oz. Wine = 1 oz. Liquor 
 *Based on survey data from ACUHO-I/EBI survey of 175,000 college students, Spring 2000. 
+Data from Core Alcohol and Drug Survey, Spring 2000 
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Most  Stout  students  (59%)  drink  
One time or less per week.+ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
              * Data from Core Alcohol and Drug Survey of Stout 604 students, Spring 2000 
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Most college students (55%)  
Have 3 or fewer drinks when they 
party.* 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1 drink= one 12 oz. Beer=4-5 oz. Wine= 1 oz. Liquor 
 Based on survey data from ACUHO-I/EBI survey of 
175,000 college students conducted in Spring 2000. 
